




Drawing as Analysis 
























































































































































































































































<A>Analysis as Ordering, Organizing, 
and Aporia 
Although	an	image’s	capacity	for	simplified	summary	can	be	uncritical,	it	can	also	take	us	to	
sites	from	which	new	critiques	can	be	formed.	From	this	exploratory	point	of	view,	starting	
with	text	in	order	to	generate	text	is	frustratingly	linear.	Learning	how	to	order	ideas,	the	
stages	at	which	they	need	to	appear	in	a	narrative,	is	difficult,	and	in	today’s	working	
conditions	it	is	regularly	subordinated	to	the	continuous	scrolling	up	and	down	a	laptop	
screen.2	Something	else	is	required.	In	this	third	technique,	the	visual	becomes	a	summary	
of	a	different	kind.	Still	analytic,	these	drawings	offer	a	more	structured	opportunity	to	
organize	materials.	As	much	a	form	of	composition	as	analysis,	in	the	creation	of	an	
ethnographically	driven	argument	the	two	are	deeply	intertwined.	The	order	and	tone	of	
our	stories	changes	how	our	analyses	proceed	when	they	are	shaped	into	linear	unfolding.	
<figure	7.03	about	here>	
Let	us	take	an	example	I	was	working	with.	It	is	a	form	of	archaeology	because	in	
this	case	the	image	itself	is	merely	a	tool	for	clarifying	an	idea	or	thought.	It	has	no	place	in	
the	final	text,	as	a	diagram	would,	and	may	not	even	be	the	form	the	analysis	eventually	
takes.	The	problem	was	a	chapter.	I	had	the	cluster	of	things	belonging	to	the	problem,	so	
to	each	topic	I	gave	a	section	and	boxed	it	off.	I	organized	the	layers	of	text	according	to	
what	needed	to	go	in	what	sections,	which	paragraphs.	Visually	planning	my	discussion	and	
analysis	of	the	practices	of	ethics	review	committees	led	me	to	a	problem	I	was	otherwise	
not	aware	of:	although	I	had	plenty	of	stories	and	ideas	to	put	in	my	sections	on	how	
committees	handled	their	sense	of	making	judgments	of	colleagues,	I	had	very	little	sense	
of	what	belonged	in	my	section	called	“localism.”	By	making	a	drawing	of	the	chapter,	I	
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realized	that	while	I	thought	it	was	important	and	belonged	there,	I	had	yet	to	articulate	to	
myself	the	character	of	the	connection	between	hierarchy	and	localism,	localism	and	
judging.	I	also	realized	that	while	I	had	given	the	grouping	of	thoughts	a	name	(“localism”),	
I	had	not	yet	assembled	what	it	would	contain.	
<figure	7.04	about	here>	
Composing	our	ethnographic	moments,	our	stories	and	insights,	is	the	relational	
work	that	brings	an	argument	together.	Image-based	analysis	exists	prior	to	a	clearly	
articulated	argument;	it	exists	at	the	level	of	a	sense	that	these	stories	speak	to	one	
another.	Although	drawing	did	not	tell	me	what	those	relations	between	localism	and	my	
other	sections	might	be,	the	exercise	pointed	to	a	gap	in	my	explicit	understanding	of	what	
they	were,	or	why	I	was	drawn	to	discuss	these	topics	together.	An	image	of	what	you	are	
combining	is	an	exercise	easily	undertaken,	quickly	sketched,	straightforwardly	organized,	
if	one	is	willing	to	face	aporias.	Once	laid	out,	a	drawn	ordering	can	help	produce	
statements	that	articulate	your	choices	as	particular	and	deliberate,	and	whether	those	
statements	themselves	remain	in	the	final	text,	they	can	act	as	the	momentary	grounding	
necessary	to	step	again	into	the	unknown.	
<A>Conclusion 
One	does	not	need	to	be	a	fine	artist	to	draw	on	image-making		to	aid	analysis.	Spatial,	
diagrammatic,	and	visually	materialized	thought	can	support	analysis	and	critique	in	the	
ways	I	have	outlined	here	and	doubtless	many	more.	In	her	contribution	to	the	Writing	
Across	Boundaries	series,	Marilyn	Strathern	writes	that,	when	starting	new	projects,	“[a]n	
air	of	unreality	hangs	over	my	beginning	efforts,	though	if	I	am	lucky	that	can	temporarily	
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clear	by	my	hanging	the	argument	on	someone’s	else	words	(you	know	how	real	other	
people’s	words	appear,	solid	and	sensible	things	as	they	are!),	just	as	I	began	this	piece”	
(2009,	n.p.).	In	suggesting	you	“draw”	out	ideas	emerging	from	your	ethnography	and	the	
nascent	conceptual	space	of	analytical	work,	I	am	proposing	a	shift	of	medium,	a	form	of	
work	that	steps	around	the	screen	and	keyboard	and	takes	place	with	simpler	instruments.	
On	these	images	we	can	“hang	our	arguments”	built	with	tools	well	suited	to	making	
material	the	problems,	concepts,	and	moments	that	occupy	our	ethnographic	everyday.	
Analysis,	when	read	in	published	form,	appears	in	its	synthesized	completeness.	The	
uncertainty	bound	up	in	arriving	at	a	configuration	of	thought	is	concealed	because	the	
author	has	moved	themselves	beyond	their	earlier	drafts.	Large	sheets	of	paper	offer	a	
chance	to	make	material	connections	between	as-yet	unclear	ideas,	bringing	the	practical	
profane	into	sight.	I	maintain	that	writing	is	a	form	of	thought;	that	when	we	write,	we	
work	at	the	edges	of	what	we	know.	That	is	understandably	a	daunting	place.	If	a	drawing,	
diagram,	or	outline	tacked	to	a	desk	or	office	wall	can	provide	a	sense	of	company,	a	sense	
of	being	already	in	the	material,	this	may	be	enough	to	provide	an	analytical	space	wherein	
we	can	put	our	descriptions	to	work.	
<A>Protocol 
• At	any	time	during	your	fieldwork	or	writing	period,	switch	mode	from	
words	to	images.	
• Use	the	blank	page	to	spatialize	and	organize	your	thoughts.	Don’t	think	
“art”;	think	about	affinities,	shapes,	circles,	proximities.	Depending	on	what	
you	want	to	achieve,	you	might	throw	everything	that	comes	to	mind	onto	a	
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piece	of	paper	and	start	to	link	things	together.	Or	you	might	make	a	
separation	between	things	you	perceive	as	distinct	but	don’t	yet	have	
reasons	for.	
• Be	in	dialogue	with	the	image	you	have	made:	reflect	critically	on	what	you	
have	put	together,	what	assumptions	your	organization	of	field	moments	or	
terms	reveals.	How	could	this	be	thought	otherwise?	
• Move	on	from	your	drawing.	Part	of	the	purpose	of	drawing	as	analysis	is	to	
move	you	forward	through	realizations	and	toward	the	eventual	textual	
format	your	work	will	probably	take.	
• Let	time	pass.	
• Revisit	the	images	you	have	made:	Are	there	things	in	them	that	you	have	
forgotten	or	that	have	become	natural?	Things	that	no	longer	make	sense?	
Seeing	disjunctures	is	part	of	analytic	work—seize	it!</BL>	
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Notes 
	
 
1	A	chapter	or	an	article	are	equally	suited	brackets	to	this	practice.	
2	Multiple	monitors	help	but	still	have	their	limitations.	
